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For some there lies a chasm between 
Singapore’s haute and hawker cuisines. 

Like wine and vinegar, each occupies 
space in our dining repertoire, yet rarely 
together. But a bridge over that divide – 
and the sign of a good chef anywhere – is 
the ability to take something unappealing 
and turn it into something special. 

Take for example a recent meal I had 
in Toa Payoh. Jiang Nan Seafood is about 
as unpretentious a place as one can find. 
Its storefront is little more than a wall-
less step up onto interior tiles. Tables 
are shared by patrons of the adjacent 
hawker center. It’s easy to walk right by, 
unaware even that it is a standalone food 
establishment. But what goes on inside 
the kitchen tells a different tale – in this 
case a shark tale – and I could hardly wait 
to take on the king of the sea. 

I’m not talking about shark fin soup 
here; contrary to popular belief, Chinese 
cuisine is famous for incorporating all 
parts of a creature and wasting nearly 
nothing. “If you give a Chinese cook 
a shark he’ll never just remove the fin 
and throw out the rest,” said one of my 
Hokkien tablemates. “Any self-respecting 
Chinese person will eat the whole damn 
thing,” added another. And true to form, 
the anatomical origin of the shark parts 
appearing on our plates this night was 
nowhere near the dorsal fin. Tonight it 
was all about the head.

Shark meat jelly led our dive into the 
deep. It was soft and translucent and 
delivered a light, clean taste coupled with 
a dissolving gelatin sensation. Next came 
shark lips; a remarkable dish worthy of its 
proximity to the business end of the man’s 
most feared beast. They were braised in a 
dash of lard, fiery chilies and black bean 
before being tossed with sambal. This 
unusual part of the shark – technically the 
tip of the snout – offered a wonderfully 
complex mouth feel of rigid cartilage and 
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flavorful collagen. 
Shark was not alone on our ten course 

menu, as was evident when a sizable pile 
of pig intestines arrived which, despite 
appearances, were tender and delivered a 
clean, earthy flavor with only a suggestion 
of revealing aftertaste. An equally generous 
mound of slivered pig ears presented 
deep, mineral flavors and a slightly chewy 
texture. Each dish served as a reminder 
that little goes to waste in good Chinese 
cuisine.

Sambal razor clams followed, sweet and 
full of ocean flavor. The brown shells and 
briny clam flesh was flecked with thick 
sauce, red pepper, scallions and tinged 
with chili sambal, making the otherwise 
mild shellfish stand up to the robust offal 
which preceded it.

A seemingly endless array of cze cha 
classics were interspersed with our shark 
parts, including pork chunks served in 
a crispy, fried prawn paste “bowl.” The 
crispy edges of the tender meat plastered 
with salted egg paste juxtaposed the more 
delicate seafood weighing down our table. 
Also appearing in the melee of food was 
an inviting plate of crab bee hoon, with 
large dismantled Sri Lankan mud crabs 
nestled casually among wispy slivers 
of vermicelli noodles in a thick sauce 
exuding aromas of galangal, garlic, chili 
and spices. 

But everything was overshadowed by 
the main event of the night. The table 
moaned as the steamed shark head, in 
a thin pool of oyster sauce, soy, ginger 
and garlic, was presented majestically 
in the center. Fresh herbs and orchids 
adorned the skinless triangle of cartilage 
and perfumed the delicate wafts of barely 
fishy steam. The first, gelatinous slice 
shimmered opaque between the tips of 
my chopsticks like dense, milky Jello. 
My lips quivered as I carefully raised it 
to my mouth, knowing that anything so 
strange and seemingly unappealing would 
be, must be, good if the chef went to the 
trouble to cook it. 

The fish slid across my lips, slightly 
cool to the touch and time suddenly 
stood still as edges of the collagen melted 
into gelatin in my mouth. The dense 
flesh was soft with a clean, almost soapy 
sensation intermixed with just a hint 
of the sea. Laden with surprising flavor 
from something so light and translucent, 
it oozed over my tongue delivering its 

A note about shark as food...
Great controversy exists over the 
indiscriminate killing of sharks for their 
fins. Often, the desecrated creatures are just 
tossed back the sea – sometimes still alive. 
Such cruel treatment is an unjustifiable 
waste of valuable resources. 

In other parts of China, however, 
the entire shark is prized as excellent 
food and forms a legitimate base for the 
culinary heritage of the people who enjoy 
it. In many of these dishes the abundant 
shovelhead ray is now used instead of 
shark. Irrespective of one’s view of this 
practice, it exists as a legitimate source 
of food and is therefore important to 
understand. 

delicate character to the lower recesses 
of my palate. One or two light chews 
and it simply disappeared into a primal 
wash eerily evocative of the big blue. I 
swallowed and slowly opened my eyes, 
only to see my fellow diners – as hushed 
as me – languidly opening their eyes, too. 

Haute cuisine or Hawker food? We 
pondered the question as we caught our 
breath at the end of the feast, ultimately 
agreeing that the remarkable ingredients 
and flavors had bridged the chasm and 
blurred all distinction. Perhaps, one 
friend suggested, there are really just two 
kinds of food: good and bad. What other 
categories really matter? We all agreed. 
And the shark head at Jiang Nan Seafood 
is certainly the former.

The table moaned as the 
steamed shark head, in a 
thin pool of oyster sauce, 
soy, ginger and garlic, was 
presented majestically in the 
center.

Clockwise from top:
Haute or hawker, the casual seating area at Jiang Nan 
Seafood.
Slivered Pig ears with egg; chewy and minerally.
A peek at the gelatinous base of the shark head.
Crab bee hoon – a Singapore classic that did not 
disappoint.
Sambal razor clams, so good we had to lick the shells.


